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dailies + Montana Magazine,
Ceramics Monthly, Montana
Arts, Columbus, Ohio
MONTANA TO FINLAND AND BACK:

AN ARTIST'S ODYSSEY

By Maribeth Dwyer
UM Publications and Media Relations

MISSOULA—
To watch slabs of clay change shape under the hands of Rudy Autio is to experience
vicariously an act of pure creation.

Before your very eyes, the mind and spirit of the

artist give the piece he works on a life of its own.

In some mysterious fashion the

inanimate clay turns into a living embodiment of the artist's sensibilities.
At the same time you are awed by this transfer of intangible equalities from man
to material, you are struck by the very physical nature of the process.

And you begin

to wonder how a ceramic artist comes to be.
Autio, who heads the ceramics program at the University of Montana, began his
career as an artist in the 1950s, called "the decade of liberation" by Garth Clark in
A Century of Ceramics in the United States: 1878-1978, published by E.P. Dutton.
"It was during this period that the American potter finally cut loose the shackles
that had for so long bound him to the manners and values of European art and design,"
Clark wrote.

"That is not to say that Europe ceased to be an influence.

On the contrary,

...the example of artists who worked in ceramics during the early 1950s, such as Miro
and Picasso, was crucial to the development that took place."
Autio, born in Butte, and Peter Voulkos, born in Bozeman, were in the forefront of
that development, which resulted in art that drew on European and Oriental sources but
bore the distinctive stamp of "made in America."
(over)
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Autio and Voulkos certainly broke new ground.

"If Peter Voulkos has been

considered the Picasso of the American sculptural ceramics movement, then Rudy Autio
is its Matisse," wrote Matthew Kangas in the October-November 1980 issue of American
Crafts magazine.
Autio and Voulkos worked together on and off in the early 1950s at the Archie
Bray Foundation in Helena, which they had helped to build at Bray's brick and tile
works, the Western Clay Manufacturing Company.

By 1957, Autio had left his post as

director and artist-in-residence of the foundation and had .joined the art faculty at
the University of Montana.

Voulkos had become chairman of the ceramics department at

Otis Art Institute in Los Angeles in 1954.
Clark says in his book that Autio's work was one of the formative influences on
the Otis group that gathered around Voulkos.
According to Clark, "The strength of Autio's ceramics and his original use of
anthropomorphic form and

decoration have made him an inspiration to a generation of

ceramic artists in the United States, beginning with the early Abstract Expressionist
group at the Otis Art Institute."
Kangas, however, in his piece in American Crafts claims that Autio's imagery is
not related to Abstract Expressionism, contrary to certain widely held views about
Autio's work.

"Rather, it is the landscape of Montana, the pioneering, independent

spirit of the Pacific Northwest and a rich personal heritage of sculpture and drawing
which finally serve to shed light on Autio's art."
Asked which one is right-- Clark or Kangas-- Autio says, "We were all influenced
by the Abstract Expressionist school of painting in the '50s and early '60s.
movement was concerned with color and form and gesture.

Clay is a very responsive and

fluid material so it was well suited to Abstract Expressionism.
in saying Montana and the Northwest had more influence on me.
(more)
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"You find you have to come to terms with things that are important to you.
For me the landscapes of Idaho and Montana have always been important.

I dealt

with them for a number of years trying to incomorate that part of my sensibilities."
He doesn't think Kangds is right though in saying in the same article that
his (Autio's) new work "is distinguished chiefly by its tendency toward narrative."
Autio does embellish his stoneware vessels with drawings and sculpture of dogs,
fish, cattle, birds, horses, whales, and his famous "ladies," but he says his
decoration and sculpted figures exist for their own sake, not to tell stories.
He also differs with a sentence in the Clark book that states, "Autio's interest
gradually moved away from ceramics to metal, which is now his major medium."
Autio does work in metal-- examples are his cast bronze grizzly bear on the
University of Montana oval and his pre-fabricated metal mural in a Butte bank.
And he does teach metal casting to students.
clay for metal.

But he denies that he

has forsaken

He considers himself primarily a ceramic artist and clay remains his

major medium.
Still, in his evolution as an artist, he has worked in diverse media and has
done many different things, including large-scale relief murals for buildings.

His

architectural commissions include three-dimensional murals for public buildings,
churches, banks and libraries in Anaconda, Butte, Helena, Great Falls, Cut Rank,
Bozeman, Chinook and Missoula.
These days he is working mainly on hand-formed, slab-constructed, brush-decorated
stoneware pieces, and he seldom uses the potter's wheel.
very good at throwing a pot on the wheel.

In fact, he says he's not

But then, he thinks of himself as an artist

working in ceramics rather than a potter as such.
Mot that it matters what technigue is used.
it s just a means to an end," he says.
(over)

"Technigue has nothing to do with
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The same applies to the medium.

Autio agrees with what LaMar Harrington

writes in his book Ceramics in the Pacific Northwest:

"The creative sensibility,

not the medium, is the major subject of consideration."
Autio points out that in Japanese culture a potter has always had equal status
with a painter or a poet but that in western thinking since the Renaissance potters,
weavers and silversmiths have been ranked in importance helow painters, sculptors
and architects.
I think the trend is away from that kind of cateoorizina of artists," he
"For example, American and European collectors once were interested only in painting
and sculpture, but now they are going crazy over ceramics.

Art is a good investment--

it doesn't depreciate in value--and ceramic art is still relatively cheap."
In C-gjFarni'cs in the Pacific Northwest, Harrington also wrote:

"Autio's later

work of the 1960s in slab construction was to have great influence throughout the
United States, not only in the many exhibitions and workshops in which he participated
and in the magazines where his work is shown, but also through his students who now
hold key faculty positions in university ceramics departments all over the nation."
And:

"Since the early sixties, a number of students have traveled annually

from across the country to do graduate work in clay at the University of Montana
because of Autio's powerful work and his humanistic and constructive presence."
Autio hasn t found any fundamental change in these students over the years but
there are differences.
l/hen I started teaching at the University in 1957, students were very career
oriented.

In the late 1960s they were fiercely independent.

Now thev seem to want

structure and information."
Autio has always divided his energies between working with students and on his own
projects.

Continuing that pattern while he is on leave from the UM spring quarter,

he will use a $10,000 grant from the National Endowment for the Arts to teach and work
in Finland.
(more)
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Another purpose of the trip is to establish contact between Finnish and American
artists and craftsmen, such as Anna Maria Osipow, who has done much the same thing
in ceramics in Finland that Autio has done in the United States.
He will give a series of seminars at the University of Helsinki and meet with
students and artists there, including Kyllikki Salmenhaara, professor of design and
ceramics.
He has been invited to spend some time at the Arabia Factory in Helsinki, a
huge industrial concern that makes tile, fine porcelain and other commercial products.

He says it is common practice in Scandinavia for industrial firms to offer artists
working space and materials at their factories, presumably on the premise that patron
izing the arts this way adds a touch of class to their public image.
Autio will leave for Finland April 2 and return to the United States June 5.
Before getting

back to Missoula in mid-July, he will attend the June 26 opening of

an exhibition of his ceramics at the Exhibit A Gallery in Chicago and, with Italian
ceramist Nino Caruso, give a series of architectural ceramics workshops at the Factory
of Visual Art, Seattle.

He also has early summer workshops and lecturesscheduled at

the Vancouver, B.C., School of Art and the Sitka Center, Otis, Ore.
Visiting relatives and working at a tile factory in Helsinki will
entirely foreign experience for Autio,

who grew up in the Finnish section of Butte

and began his career at a brickyard in Helena.
That career to date has produced internationally known work that reflects
Autio's synthesis of ancient clayworking traditions, 20th-century art and the Montana
landscape.

Add to these elements the interior and exterior landscapes of the country

of Autio's roots and the Finnish journey may mark an epochal phase of his evolution as
an artist.
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